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Tu bi-Shevat in the ECE Classroom

Children need the natural world. They need air to breathe and a place to run free. To 
be whole, they need the feel of grass underfoot and a blue sky overhead. That is the 
essence of Tu bi-Shevat. It is the expression of love and respect for nature, and it is my 

favorite time of the year. This year, with a pandemic raging, being outdoors in nature takes 
on a new importance. It is a shield. Fresh air and sunlight protect us, while trees give us 
shade.

An incidental but particularly remarkable thing has occurred during this unique period of 
human history. The earth has had time to breathe and recover from some of the damage 
done since the rise of industrialization. With all that in mind, we cannot help but see Tu bi-
Shevat from a new perspective this year, and possibly forever.

ORIGINS

This festival always has been in a state of change. Tu bi-Shevat is recorded in the Talmud as 
the date used for calculating a tree’s age and is related to tithes of fruits and vegetables. 
Offerings from a tree’s first fruit-bearing year and and other portions of the fruits and 
vegetables were taken to the Temple in Jerusalem. From those specific beginnings, it evolved 
into what is now an ecological awareness day, with trees taking a starring role. This is thanks 
to the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet le-Israel), which discovered that everyone loves 
a tree. That love runs so deep, we now think of Tu bi-Shevat as the Jewish Arbor Day. 

At its core though, the holiday of Tu bi-Shevat reminds Jews of our connection to the earth 
and our role as caretakers of the environment. This is an exciting component of my pre-
school curriculum because I can explore nature with my class and bring in related concepts 
that resonate deeply with children everywhere. I even go as far as exploring the idea of Bal 
Tashchit, do not waste, with the children. This is a deep philosophical principle that relates to 
the environment. but is also understood to include other forms of senseless damage and a 
prohibition on waste.

It is the perfect counterpoint to planting the Torah Garden at our school because we can 
work together to find ways to reuse, reduce, and recycle at the same time. On the face of it, 
we see a garden with palm trees, figs, pomegranates, carobs, and etrogim growing, but my 
children see that the fertile soil is made with things we once thought of as trash.

OUR GARDEN, OUR BOOK

As an author, I consider books an integral part of my curriculum. I write books based on my 
needs in the pre-school classroom, and, when I find something I need, I write it. Children 
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need books. They are a fundamental source of knowledge, 
develop language skills, expose children to different voices, 
and help develop creativity and imagination.

After Sukkot in 2018, the class collected all the etrogim. They 
harvested the seeds and planted them for Tu bi-Shevat. That 
set of activities and the idea of finding value in the things we 
discard inspired my book, The Tu B’Shvat Etrog.

In this book, Danika uses her etrog from Sukkot in creative 
ways, resulting in a beautiful etrog tree growing in her garden 
and delicious marmalade in the refrigerator. Illustrated with 
photos shot by Danika’s own mother, the book helps children 
come to understand the concept of Bal Tashchit, or avoiding 
waste, and planting seeds. The book provides a visual 
representation of the lifecycle of a tree from seed to grown 
tree and includes a recipe at the end. 

Tu bi-Shevat brings out my passion for following a child- 
guided curriculum. All the activities in my classroom are 
guided by the children’s curiosity, and this festival is the 
playground of the curious. This philosophy sometimes 
bumps up against parents and administrators who demand 
more academics, but I see educating parents, teachers, and 
administrators as a key part of my job. Stories and discussions 
derived from books and the simple act of exploration are far 
more valuable in igniting a love for learning than 1920’s style 
worksheets. Children with agency and autonomy just learn 
better. It’s a fact. 

SUGGESTED TU BI-SHEVAT ACTIVITIES

Seed Planting 
There are many ways to plant seeds, and situations vary from 
one classroom to another.

I like having the option of planting seeds indoors or outdoors. 
Sometimes a glass jar with an avocado pit or a pineapple 
top is a lovely addition to any science table. The children can 
observe the growth through the glass jar until it is ready to 
plant.

When planting seeds with my children, I restate the concept 
of Bal Tashchit, do not waste. Why buy plastic pots when 
the children can plant their seeds in eggshells? When the 
seedlings are ready to go outdoors, we crush the shell gently 
and plant the seedlings together with the shell in the soil, 
giving our little shoots an extra nutrition boost.

Cardboard egg cartons also make wonderful planters. Once 
the shoots are ready to plant, I pierce the bottom of each egg 

cup to allow the roots to penetrate the soil. The container 
again serves to enrich the soil. The same is true for cardboard 
tubes. Two inches of cardboard tube folded in on the bottom 
makes a good seed planter, and the children see firsthand 
how they can reduce everyday waste.

People often underestimate children and shy away from 
subjects that might be difficult to explain. I like to use 
concepts like photosynthesis to challenge my class. I guide 
the children into these concepts in a way that is accessible to 
them. We usually talk a little about our own breathing, how 
we breathe in good air, use what we need, and breathe out 
the rest. The idea of Bal Taschit applies here too because the 
trees happily absorb the CO2 that I discard and turn it into 
more oxygen to give back. Our breathing has come more into 
focus now, with COVID-19.
 
PROCESS, NOT PRODUCT

Activities in my classroom are based on process, not product. 
I provide leaves, bark, sticks, blossoms, or flowers as a 
provocation to inspire artistic expression. You will notice that 
paper is conspicuously missing. I like to honor Tu bi-Shevat by 
doing activities that do not use paper.
 
If the children make something that will not be permanent, I 
take a photo of it. Sometimes they ask me to send the photos 
to their grownups, but most of the time, the simple act of 
respecting their work by stopping and taking a photo of it is 
enough to spark joy.
 
EXAMPLES OF ACTIVITIES
 
Handprint Trees
A handprint tree on the ground with muddy hands and 
collected leaves and flowers is always exciting. The children 
sometimes make individual trees and sometimes do a group 
project. I always encourage the children to collect what has 
fallen to the ground and not to pick leaves, flowers, etc.
 
Building with Cut Wood, Sticks, and Branches
When we are on a nature walk, I collect broken branches, 
sticks, pinecones, and leaves. Building a resource this way 
is surprisingly easy. I am always surprised by what children 
create with odds and ends.
 
Recycled Paper-Making
I often remind the children that paper comes from trees, and 
we should not waste this precious resource. My classroom 
has a separate recycling bin for paper that we might be able 
to reuse. We use these discards to make our own paper. By 
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cutting and tearing, the children strengthen their fine motor 
skills. The recipe is simple. Add water to the paper and let it 
stand. Then blend the pulp, add seeds, and spread it onto a 
stocking stretched across a frame.

I usually use this special paper for a Pesach card. The children 
love planting the seed paper, watching it grow, learning to 
reuse it, and understanding that it is biodegradable.
 
The Seven Species
Much to the delight of my class, it is traditional on Tu bi-
Shevat to eat the seven species of plants that come from 
Israel and are recorded in Deuteronomy 8:8. These include 
wheat, barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and dates. 
Modern practice also includes citrus, carob, and almonds. 
It is always a feast, and we find ways to incorporate this 
delicious exploration into our learning. That being said, I don’t 
do a structured Tu bi-Shevat seder in the pre-school simply 
because it is not as meaningful as discovery.
 
I understand that now, during a pandemic, we may not be 
able to do all these activities, but, hopefully, we will be able to 
do them again soon.

In addition, food allergies are a real concern, so please use 
these ideas only if you feel comfortable doing them and the 
rules and regulations of your state or country allow it.
 
Pomegranate Discovery
Pomegranate, an exceptionally beautiful and majestic fruit, 
corresponds to hod, which means majesty and glory. This is 
reflected in its crown, shaped like a Magen David. 

It is said that a pomegranate has 613 seeds, corresponding to 
the 613 mitzvot enumerated in the Torah.
 
This fruit is perfect in sparking all the senses. We begin by 
exploring the exterior of the pomegranate. Then we cut 
the fruit into sections. In normal times, two pomegranates 
provide enough segments for each child to have their own. 
The children take out the seeds and count how many they 
each have. Adding all the seeds together we try to reach the 
number 613. In the end, the children taste the pomegranate.
 
The seven species and offerings from trees can be combined 
to do many edible activities. A few toothpicks or other items 
help the children make the most remarkable constructions.
 
TO SUM UP

The wonderful festival of Tu bi-Shevat is a springboard for 
learning and exploration that is sometimes overlooked. I urge 
you to embrace this time of year and take your class on a 
journey through all five senses, seven species, and the entire 
natural world. After all, it is the very essence of our Judaic 
traditions to care for the world and its people. 

In closing, there is a beautiful midrash that states:
“When God led Adam around the Garden of Eden, God said, 
‘Look at My works. See how beautiful they are, how excellent! 
For your sake, I created them all. See to it that you do not 
spoil or destroy My world – for if you do, there will be no one 
to repair it after you.’” 

Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13


